letterpress) in Carlyle's biography; in black and white (with transcription of letterpress) in Melville's biography; in color (with photographic reproduction of letterpress on separate pages) in the 1930 edition of Cobbett's Advice to Young Men* The ninth plate in the Library's set is a different edition of Plate 7. The caricature of this plate is reproduced opposite page 1, and the letterpress opposite page 4.
It would at first appear that there are three differences between the two editions of Plate 7: (1) the state of the coloring, (2) the overall size of the impressed sheet, and (3) the letterpress. 4 The state of the coloring, however, is not due to a difference of editions, as a comparison of several copies shows. It may be that on any given day the colorists made all copies alike as to color, but it is likely that mixing fresh batches of color, or other adventitious occurrences, produced variant colors. Moreover, the examination of the several copies of Plate 7 available shows that the colorists either were careless or did not agree among themselves as to color.
Beyond this, it is probable that the colors of some copies have altered with the passage of time. The reds, particularly, have been oxidized in some copies, whereas others are nearly as bright and fresh as they were when new. The brightest copies have probably not been exposed to light very often in the last 146 years; the others show the darkening of reds, and other changes, caused by oxidation of the pigments used. Thus, we can hardly impute differences of present color to a deliberate primary differentiation between editions.
Nor can the difference between the two editions be determined by the size of sheets. Most copies of both plates have undergone some trimming. Fortunately, however, most of the plates possessed by the Library have not been trimmed, so that it is possible to establish the fact that all plates were originally printed on sheets measuring, within 1 mm or so, 48.8 x 30.6 cm. The Plate 7 with the longer letterpress has a narrower margin at top and bottom (2.9 cm for each), whereas the other Plate 7 has margins measuring 5.9 cm at both top and bottom. The copper plate used for the letterpress measures in one case 14.6 cm high, in the other 8.6 cm high.
That the difference between the two editions must be considered solely a matter of letterpress is borne out by an examination of the strokes made in forming the letters and of the actual shape of the letters themselves. It is easily demonstrated that the same hand executed all the plates except the edition of Plate 7 with the shorter letterpress, but that the latter was probably executed by another hand. It may be further observed that the former (which we shall call hereafter 7a) has the following at the very bottom: "Vide My own Memoirs in the Political Register 1809." The latter plate (which we shall call 7b) has in^the corresponding place the following: "See my own Memoiree in y Political Register 1809." Now Plates 1-6 and 8 all begin this line with "Vide" and use "the," not "y," so that it is most likely that Plate 7a was executed at the same time as Plates 1-6 and 8. Why Plate 7b was later substituted for Plate 7a is a matter for conjecture only. It is possible that the etcher was following copy and that when it was later determined that letterpress in this print tended to dominate the drawing, as it did not in the other prints, a decision was taken to substitute a shorter letterpress which would bring Plate 7 into consonance with the other prints artistically. Or Plate 7a may have suffered damage and required replacement later. One would like to believe that the substitution was made not from necessity but from taste.
At any rate it is certain that Plate 7a was issued first and later replaced by Plate 7b. It would be wrong to leave these caricatures without explaining how they fitted into the times. It was this year of 1809 when Cobbett so sharply broke with the government that every means of discrediting him was taken. In the Political Register of July 10, 1809, Cobbett attacked the government for a flogging of local militiamen in the Isle of Ely by soldiers of a German regiment there stationed. If flogging were merited, it should have been inflicted by Englishmen upon Englishmen. The act as it occurred was an affront and an indignity to the English character. The language of Cobbett's indignation was unbridled, and the government decided to bridle him by charging him with criminal libel. However, the case was not brought to trial for nearly a year, being tried on June 15, 1810.
In the meantime there broke forth a rash of anti-Cobbett publications. During all of his life Cobbett was fair prey for those who sought to charge him with inconsistency, and the list of anti-Cobbett publications shows few gaps from the time of his first American pamphlet, published in Philadelphia in 1794, to the day of his death in 1835. But never in his life before or after was he subjected to such continual and concentrated attack. James Reitzel (of. cit., pp. , 1809 ). There were still others, not listed in present bibliographies. It must be regarded as virtually certain that it was no mere coincidence that these numerous publications appeared after Cobbett's "libelous" publication. It must be that the government sought to discredit him with the public before trying him. Otherwise, why delay the trial so long?
To the other anti-Cobbett publications must be added Gillray's eight caricatures, doubtless similarly inspired. Gillray's title has been taken directly from the work published by Purday, but Purday There is no certainty that Purday's publication was intended as an attack on Cobbett. It is taken directly from the Life of Porcupine with only slight abridgement. However, it is certain that Cobbett had no hand in the work, for it was not printed by his printer nor published by an associate. Moreover, it was the custom in this year to quote Cobbett against himself. This had been done rather effectively in a work entitled Elements of Reform (London, 1809), in which Cobbett, now a radical, is faced with ultra-conservative writings of the past. The Life of Cobbett by Himself may well have been intended to produce a like result.
Be that as it may, Gillray adopted the title for his caricatures and pretended to quote Cobbett against himself. How he did it will appear from a reading of the letterpress for Plate 7a. But it should be emphasized that Gillray's letterpress only calls itself Cobbett's words. The words are not quotations but a most clever parody. The parody indeed was swallowed whole by Pearl, who says (op. cit.y p. 33) that the words used by Gillray were "tendentiously selected extracts." They are nothing of the kind. But if Pearl, at a remove of 144 years, is deceived by Gillray's footnote ("Vide My own Memoirs in the Political Register 1809."), what must have been the reaction of Londoners who bought the prints?
The fact of course is that Cobbett's Life did not appear in any form in any issue of the Political Register for 1809. Purday's edition of his Life did appear in 1809. These coincidences are too effective, too pat, to have been matters of chance. This great series of caricatures, then, appearing as parodies on Cobbett's own words, were designed to discredit him once and for all. That they failed does not reflect on the art of Gillray ; it is rather a tribute to William Cobbett.
